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SOME DANGEROUS TENDENCIES OF MODERN 
MATERIALISTIC PSYCHOLOGY. 

TO one trained under the old spiritistic conception of 
the universe and man, to whom the world of life and 
law seems instinct with Supreme Intelligence and man a be- 
ing with capacity and destiny approaching the Supreme, it 
is a positive shock and even grief to note the efforts of the 
modern psychologist to drive God back into Spencer's 
Unknowable and strip man of all that makes him better 
than a splendid brute, that leaves him nothing but a bundle 
of highly developed material nerve re-actions from out- 
ward sensations, differentiated from the brute and from 
all other men only by his individual, peculiar re-actions, 
whose being is only a "stream of experiences" or "states 
of consciousness" and whose ego is only some supreme, 
isolated thought that perceives and masters all the rest. 

Memory, his most precious possession, is only the tend- 
ency of his nervous organism to reproduce an impression 
once received with its associated circumstances, of the re- 
actions of nerve substance to follow the paths cut by pre- 
•ceding sensations. These re-actions are recognized and 
stored by no inner being but by the nervous organism 
itself. 

Imagination, that delightful faculty to conceive new 
relations and combinations of old things and fashion them 
into strange and beautiful forms, is only an enlarged and 
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freely modified phase of memory, an elastic application of 
habit to aerial, subterranean and lateral locomotion. 

The objective Me, the Self I am conscious of and rec- 
ognize, is only "an empirical aggregate of things objec- 
tively known," i. e., is only an aggregate of all the sensa- 
tions or re-actions felt in my whole nerve-structure which 
I recognize, by the "warmth" and "pleasure" with which 
I greet them, as parts and parcels of myself. 

And the subjective I, the Self that feels and knows 
and dominates the whole being, is only one transcendent 
thought of thoughts; nay, is not even this, but only the 
dominant thought, at any given instant, of "a stream of 
thought, all the past thoughts of which, it, the temporary 
dominant thought, can recall and recognize as parts of the 
objective Me" ! If this be not thinning out the personality 
until it have little positive content: what is it? 

"It," we are gravely told, "is a thought at each moment 
different from that of the last thought (or any preceding 
or present thought) but appropriative of the latter together 
with all that the latter called its own." How very lucid 
and simple ! What can we think of the mind that has such 
a "state of consciousness" as to postulate such stuff as 
this? 

I am truly a passing, momentary Thought different 
from all other thoughts and absolutely unattached to the 
series from which I am singled out! I am not the same 
Thought for any conceivable instant of time but merely 
a constantly changing Thought. If I, the Thought, should 
stop changing for a millionth part of a second, the con- 
tinuity of existence would be forever broken and I should 
be no longer I ; but a new Thought must single itself out 
for the dominant one and I be forever another. This may 
be the rationale of some forms of insanity, the broken 
thoughts being a broken personality! 

Passing thoughts are then the only ego, or "knower" 
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which the modern natural science of psychology need rec- 
ognize. So much the worse for psychology — to study a 
soul without a soul, to start and stop at the unknowable, 
to explain only so much of soul-phenomena as depend upon 
the physical organism through and by which they manifest 
themselves and call it soulogogy is the bigotry of the 
scientist compared with which the bigotry of the religionist 
and spiritist is refreshing and satisfying. 

I suppose that no intelligent student of philosophy to- 
day will deny the immense help .he has derived from the 
modern form of the doctrine of development called evolu- 
tion, but on the contrary will gladly own the great aid it 
is rendering in explaining much that was formerly ob- 
scure. And the investigations of the modern physicist 
are of incalculable value in revealing the methods of soul 
manifestation and activity. But to the student of psychol- 
ogy it is sheer suicide to adopt the theory of the extreme 
school of naturalists, that "we have no need of soul and 
God as yet, but hope to do without them to the very end." 

This may be true as far as physical processes can yet 
be traced, but they all end at a point where we can go no 
further without assuming an indwelling intelligence that 
is more than abstract, ideal Thought however related to 
matter. And psychology can no more exist without allow- 
ing this than we can explain the phenomena of the organ- 
ized body without assuming life — it will not be psychology. 

We have no quarrel with the prevailing school as to its 
doctrine of the sense origin of our ideas. The age-long, 
hackneyed disputation over innate ideas does not concern 
us here. We grant too the truth of their discoveries of the 
mode of nerve-action and re-action in making up the sum 
of our knowledge and the localizing of special function in 
appropriate portions of the brain and ganglia. We admit 
too the correctness of their deductions, so far as known, 
as to the behavior of the nerve-organization under stress 
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of the various phenomena known as perception, memory, 
imagination, reasoning, emotion etc., but we hold that 
these are modes of manifestation and not the causation 
of the real man, the Ego. We hold that the I is something 
more than a specialized, differentiated product of nerve- 
action. 

And though the Ego is born with and nourished by 
and develops by means of the nerve-organism, it is yet a 
thing so apart from and controlling of the organism as to 
be no passive product of its fortuitous activities, but a 
personality ruling it. If this were not so, the ego would 
be the chance production of miscellaneous, accidental, 
sense-impressions, quite unrelated to its own past ex- 
pressed in terms of heredity, to its own integrity as an 
individual or to any tendency to conformity to type. A 
man thus produced would be a pure freak, an anomaly, an 
incalculable monstrosity. 

In all growths in nature there must be germ, environ- 
ment and life ; but there must be more, else the germ might 
be a dog or ape or horse or man or a nondescript, as 
chanced. There is something in the germ that determines 
this and that something is in matter but as we claim, is 
not matter. It has never been found to be a characteristic 
of matter, but is always present in growing organisms 
and determines the form and uses of the organism through 
all the stages of its visible life. 

It is found that the physical organism which is so in- 
timately associated with mind as to be called the physical 
basis of mind, is developed from some preexisting germ 
of nerve matter and does not spring spontaneously from 
any chance combination of matter. How much mind this 
germ must contain is expressed by the phrase : "any mind 
at all," a mere sensitive spot, it may be, on the surface of 
the lowest form of animal matter. But however slight 
the starting point there is in it always a something pre- 
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existing but all controlling, which determines what the 
future character of the developing organism shall be. And 
there is sufficient evidence that that something is not a 
mere attribute of matter ; but it is the organizing force or 
agency that predetermines the essential character of the 
living being. 

But it must preexist and be continually acting through- 
out the career of the being. To conceive this something 
as mere abstract thought is unsatisfactory, and to per- 
sonify this thought, for want of a better symbol, does not 
help us any. Since its first entry into the visible world 
(which we do not explain) it has been transmissible by in- 
heritance and only by inheritance. 

A study of the phenomena of impregnation and birth 
impresses upon our reason the necessity for this something 
with irresistible force. 

The earliest and simplest traceable forms of living 
things is the cell which, bursting under stress, exudes 
materials to form another similar and close-adherent cell 
thus building up the organism with all its marvelous capac- 
ities and adaptations. But the power to grow is not an 
attribute of the cell substance but an entirely separate, 
differing something dwelling within the cell, called nu- 
cleus. This nucleus is not, as was formerly supposed, a 
modification of cell substance but as different from it as 
the man who dwells within a house is different from the 
house. And it is endowed with most complex and intelli- 
gent activities which control and shape all the changes in 
the cell. All cells do not contain a nucleus; but all do 
that have the power of living and reproducing themselves. 

This nucleus contains something that is identical with 
that of the remotest parent stock ages back in time — in the 
nucleus I possess some of the very substance of the first 
ancestor of man. And this substance was as perfect in the 
first man as it is with me, though the cell substance was 
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much cruder than now and has been developing under the 
influence of the vitality of the nucleus ever since. It is the 
intelligent, purposeful domination inherent in the nucleus 
that does all the selecting, assimilating and developing of 
the materials that make up the organism and determine 
what it shall become. 

The lowest and the highest forms of living matter are 
ruled by the same something resident and innate in these 
nuclei. With the nucleus we reach the ultimate bounds 
of the visible — here the Unseen begins where all lines of 
visible activity end, but whence all energy proceeds. 

Now in psychology, the nerve organism is built up by 
the unseen energy, resident in the cell-nuclei to be the 
organism of manifestation of intelligence, and only on this 
assumption is it possible to account for the existence of 
mind. The causation of mental phenomena is as much a 
psychological question as its mode and machinery of ope- 
ration; but the natural psychologist does not like to deal 
with causation since it is not so susceptible of discovery 
and demonstration as modality. 

Modality is visible; causation is invisible. But the 
uttermost refinement of modality no more reveals causal- 
ity than the coarsest specimen of crude matter. The cleft 
between them is unbridgeable now as in the earlier days 
of philosophical speculation. Natural psychology has con- 
tributed nothing to enlighten us as to causality. If this 
were all, we should have no quarrel with modern psychol- 
ogy; but it does claim to find something that answers its' 
need of a final cause and calls it "streams" or "states of 
consciousness" all-sufficient in itself to account for the 
mind and its phenomena. 

Does it? Can it? Can a mere habit of a sensitized 
nerve-system, plus its associated accumulations of sense 
impressions, account for both the memory and the mem- 
orizer ? Vast deeps of erudition are stirred up to illustrate 
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the way in which memory acts; but does that reveal the 
one who remembers, who stores up the recollections, clas- 
sifies them, deduces from them new facts and thoughts and 
fancies, who uses memory as a method and instrument for 
many purposes beside mere satisfaction of pleasure ? 

Can any transcendent Thought related or unrelated to 
any "states of consciousness" of the nerve-system, account 
for the being and doing of a Man? After all such the- 
orizing is exhausted, do we not still find ourselves before 
a dead, blank wall where mystery begins and is not helped 
by chemistry or mechanics ? Had the supposed discovery, 
in Huxley's day, of a diffused mass of pure undifferen- 
tiated protoplasm in the deep sea, been true, was there not 
necessary beside, an external stimulus and shaping force 
to arouse and guide its evolution into any form of organic 
unity? Otherwise it would lie there inert, inorganic for- 
ever. But there was no such discovery: there has never 
been found any undifferentiated, organic living matter any- 
where. It always contains the stimulus and shaping force 
dwelling in it but not of it. And this is true of all living 
matter gray or white or yellow, nerve or muscle or bone. 

We attribute the development of type and function in 
muscle matter to the influence transmitted by the nerves 
and external stimulus ; and in precisely the same way, the 
development of nerve type and function is dependent upon 
external stimulus. In both cases, we can discover only the 
machinery for control. Yet we have no reason for sup- 
posing that the controlling force is not the same in each 
case ; for it is invisible in any case — only the machinery is 
ever visible. Roughly speaking, the nerve-system is like 
a telegraph system; we see its results and part of its ma- 
chinery, but the currents that come and go and the sender 
we cannot see. 

To limit the science of psychology to effects and ma- 
chinery and to ignore the inner currents and the controlling 
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Personality, is as unfair and unreasonable as to ignore 
electricity and the operator, in a description of the tele- 
graph. 

And what does modern psychology claim to have dis- 
covered? Why, merely that nothing comes from within 
outward, making use of our physical organism to reveal 
its thoughts and ideals, its hopes and aspirations to make 
man and the world better than the beast and his jungle. 
On the contrary, all we can know and feel must come the 
other way from without inward by means of physical high- 
ways. Only sensual impressions of a sensual world can 
reach us and make us what we are. 

The poet, artist, thinker are unnatural, disordered re- 
actions from the impressions of the outer world. The 
great intellectual idealistic outbursts from Sir Thomas 
More to Shakespeare, we are told, was the excitement of 
the nervous system due to the tertiary effects of the epi- 
demic of syphilis! All characteristics not purely animal 
are disorders of the nervous system. 

"Let us eat, drink and be merry; for to-morrow we 
die." There is no "I" but an abstract thought isolating 
itself from a "stream of thought" or "states of conscious- 
ness" and all our enjoyment is but the "warmth" or "one- 
ness" with which we recognize a familiar sensation. There 
is no God for us, because he is not known by the senses, 
and we can know nothing any other way. 

This only means that all the ideals of the race, the 
thoughts of spiritual goodness and hopes of nobler things, 
of all the past, are false and deceiving, are disorders of 
health. Mankind has aspired for ages for nothing. Men 
and women have striven and lived and died for a will-o'- 
the-wisp and only now have learned their wasteful folly- 
Let all men know that, as the French physician said : "The 
farce is played out." 

It only means that life for man is a terrible outrage. 
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To evolve to a point just enough above other brutes to have 
grand thoughts, to try to become better still, to long for 
the true and the beautiful in life and destiny, to seek jus- 
tice and holiness, to yearn for spiritual perfection, to give 
life freely in the firm hope of immortality, to struggle 
painfully up to what we are — and then to find that, in the 
very nature of things, it cannot be — this I say is a cruel 
joke of Destiny. 

A mass of nerve matter in an iron cask, awaiting agi- 
tation through the bunghole ; a flask of gases needing only 
an electric spark to cause re-action and combination, are 
as capable of original, mental action and the acquisition of 
personalitiy as the man of modern psychology. 

I cannot think: I can only recall or re-create certain 
former impressions or sensations and recognize, combine, 
analyze and modify them so that they will cut a new path- 
way in my nerve-mass, and call this state, this mongrel 
thing, a process of thought. Any time this same process 
is repeated, I am said to remember my thought. If I am 
able to cause this process to repeat itself without the aid 
of any new external sensation, I am said to imagine. If 
it come back unbidden and without effort, I dream. And 
so all the wonderful acts of the mind, all that makes life 
worth living, all that makes our existence bright and good 
and beautiful are explained and interpreted — and the hope 
of man is destroyed. 

And thus we make the frightful and astonishing dis- 
covery that all the great and beautiful things man has 
ever written, all Bibles, all literatures are mere drivel. In- 
deed it is hard to see how it was ever written at all if there 
is nothing in man but what reached him by his senses, if 
he is but a bundle of nerve-cells organized by material 
sensation, if he cannot originate anything, if he may not 
inspire anything but material effluvium, if he has no mode 
of communication with spirit or with God. 
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I myself have all my life been dreaming of the evolution 
of man into a higher state; let me dream no more. I had 
hoped that I might aid in raising him a little nearer to the 
angels, a little further from the source of animal tempta- 
tion and unholy passion ; but I hope no longer. I saw, or 
thought I saw a coming kingdom of kindness, justice, love, 
wherein no man however lowly was doomed to sorrow and 
despair: the vision strangely fades and all I see is now a 
valley of dry bones whereon no spirit-breath shall ever 
blow. I had enjoyed to look upon the summer sunset or 
a copy made by man's outflowing genius; to listen to the 
blend of thrilling harmonies, the outburst of the glowing 
soul; to drink in words, like draughts of nectar from hu- 
man lips impassioned by the life within. 

But now I know that I was wrong. My rapture and 
their inspiration are both disorder of my sense-re-actions, 
most likely caused by foul disease in me or generations 
long before. 

But I am done. Let Spencer and his followers beware, 
lest in their zeal to explain the unexplainable, they light 
the blaze that, seizing on the dry combustible of selfishness 
with which the sensual heart is filled, may burn to ash the 
growing grain of love of justice, kindliness, and purity 
about to flower among the nations of the earth to-day. 
It is often said that to Helvetius and his philosophy of 
sensual delight, were due the gross corruption of society 
and the social upheavals that, since his day, have cursed 
his fatherland. But his theory was innocent and noble 
compared with the extreme materialism of our dominant 
psychology, and in a thousand ways, the latter is more 
dangerous than his. 

F. H. Gile. 

Boston, Mass. 



